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ABSTRACT 



A STUDY OF HUMOR INITIATED BY COSMOPOLITANS AND IX)C,ALS IN AN 

URBAN UNIVERSITY 



by 

Janet G. Lukens and Neml C. Jain 



This Daper presents the results of an empirical study designed to test three hypo- 
theses concerning the type of humor Initiated by faculty in their interpersonal ' 
canmunication: (l) the organizational type (cosmopolitan-local orientation) of 
person is associated vdth the type of humor he initiates, (2) cosmopolitans tend 
to initiate abrasive humor more often than lubricant humor and (3) locals tend 
to initate lubricant humor more often than abrasive humor. 

The gtudy was conducted' in the College of Letters and Science of the University of 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee. The data were collected in Spring, 1973 by personal interviews 
with a random samp3.e of seventy faculty members from nine randomly selected academic 
department of the college. Organizational type (cosmopolitan-local orientation) ox 
each faculty m^ber was measured by his responses to 12 Likert-type rating scales 
reflecting organizational loyalty, ccrtimitment to the profession and reference gpoup 
orienSSon!^^ type of hLr (abrasive or lubricant) Initiated by each faculty 
member was measured by his responses to 13 Likert-type rating s°^les reflecting 
perceptions of the type of humor initiated in interpersonal canmunication with, collea- 
£s pSI^each of t^ two variables in the study, organizational type and type of 
humor initiated, respondents were classified into three approximately equal size 
SSps based on' thed^ scores In the frequency distribution of ^^fpective indices for 
the two variables. In terns of organizational type, respondents were classifed as 
cosmopolitans, locals, or ''intennediates." In terms of the type of humor initiated 
rSoSent^were classifed as initiators of abrasive, lubricant.^ "intermediate" 
t^f of humor. The categories of "intemediates" were excluded from statistical 
SSlysis Sg4 we were Interested in the relationship between two ideal types of 
each of the two variables in the study. 

Th© ttoee hypotheses were tested by Chi square analysis at the ^^^el of slinifi- 
cSee. Allthree hypotheses were supported by the data. Thus, we found that the 
^Milzatlonal tjpe of a faculty member was associated with the type of humor ht inl- 
SlS AlS: wf foSnd that cokopolitan type of faculty tended to initiate abrasive 
l^mfmJ^lmftlm^^ huSor whereas locals tended to initiate lubricant 

humor more often than abrasive humor. 

The paper concludes with a discuision of practical implications of these ^fff^^^^^^. 
^MlSl for organizational ccRmunication and effectiveness, Idmltatlons of the present 
SS^Ii some dSections for further research in this relatively neglected area of 
organisational cownunication* 



A Study of Humor Inltated by Cosmopolitans and L/Dcals 
In an Urban University 
Janet G. Lukens and Nemi C. Jain ^Qpy 

This paper presents the results of an empirical study that was designed to examine 
the "nature of humor initated by faculty ireirbers in an urt>an university, Ftor© 
specifically, the study teste'd three hypotheses conce3:ning relationships between 
organizational type of person and the type of humor he irdtiates, 

Uimv is a peculiarly human phenomenon, No wonder that this distinctively human 
activity has preoccupied philosophers ever since antiquity and that psycholo©^, 
especially psychoanalysis , following Freud' s lead, has devoted much attention to 
its analysis and Interpretation, Yet there have been few attempts at a sociological 
analysis of humor, especially in complex organizational setting^. The literature 
contains hardly any generalizations about the nature and functions of humor initiated 
by org? nizational menbers in their interpersonal communication. The relative neglect 
of thf ^tudy of humor in organizational settings by communication scholars is surpris- 
ing, i humor is an inportant facet of interpersonal corimunication in organizations. 

Much of past research pertaining to use of humor within organizations has been 
primarily concerned with facilitative aspects of humorl. The overemphasis upon 
facilitative aspects and relative disregard for discordant functions of humor may stem 
from the early studies of joking relationships undertaken by anthropologist, Badcliffe- 
Brown and his successors. By definition a joking relationship is a ritualistic form . 
of joking, usually associated with kinship, which serves the function of a release 
mechanism for reducing feelings of aggression and hostility (Radcliffe-Brown, 19^9). 
Studies of joking relationships in industry (Bradney, 1957; Sykes, 1966) were primarily 
concerned with ways in which humor facilitated harmony and reduced ill-feeling among 
mttbers of the organization. Currently there has been a growing recognition for the 
need tq study both facilitative and discordant functions of humor within organizations 
(Kennedy, 1970; Martineau, 1972), Martineau stated: 

To realize and explore the full potential of this area of study, we advocate 
that humor be viewed from the sDoiological perspective as a "lubricant" and 
an "abrasive" ' in social interaction— especially in such common everyday in- 
teraction that constitutes the basis of the social order and makes the routine 
flow of social life possible. By this we maan, to use an analo^r, that on the 
one hand, the interjection of the humorous serves as oil punped from an oil can, 
mcor is intended to initiate social interaction and to keep the machinei| of 
interaction operating freely and smoothly. Indeed, sonetimes ij^n^^ ^.^^ 
sufficient. But perhaps most often this is its intention and objective function,- 
On the other hand, but not mutually exclusive from the former, hurror may sew 
as an abrasive* Rather than oiling the working of social interaction, it 
constitutes a n^asure of sand. The consequences of such abrasive humor is 
interperson^ fricti^and a juncture in the coitmunication process which may 
modify the character of the interaction. (Martineau, 1972s 103)* 

Drawing upon the theoretical woi^ of Martineau (1972), the two types of humor, 
abrasive and lubricant humor, discussed in the present study are defined as follows J 

Abrasive Humm Abrasive humor functions m an i^tarj il^^in,^ 
?n the procesTo f interaction in a social situation. The potentially disr^tiv© 
effect of the humv may either be imnBdiate and short lived or persisting de- 
pS/is^M th HntSity of the abrasiveness* Abrasive humor included humor which 

1 For a detailed discussion of this point, see Kennedy (1970). 
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is saroastlo or cynical mde by a person about his surrounding? 
(©,g, , th© organi?5ation in which he works). Abrasive humor is 
tension inducing rather than tensioi reducing. 

Lubric^t Humor: Lubricant huinor is initiated to facilitate social 
interaction and to keep the "machinery of interaction" operating 
freely and smoothly. It oils the workings of interaction and makes 
the individuals involved feel free and more congenial towards one 
another. An exanple of this type of humor is the "canned Joke" or 
"friendly insult" whe-re nothing derogatory is really meant. Lubri- 
cant humor is often initiated in tense situalons to "loosen things 
up," It is tension reducing rather than tension Inducing. 

A reviow of literature dealing with humor, organizational behavior and or* 
ganizaticaial comnunication revealed a general lack of studies on the variables 
associated with the initiation of lubricant and abrasive humor in formal 
organizations. We were concemed with studying the differences in the 
type of humor initiated by a persoi might vary according to his age, 
sex, organizational status, and other demographic characteristics, we were 
interested in determining the differences in humor initiated by persons of 
different organizational types. 

Organizational types have been characterized in several ways depending on 
the nature of the organization. In academic settings, industry, and researoh 
and development laboratories, a common typology for characterizing organiza- 
tional types has been as cosmopolitans and locals. Since Gouldner's (19^7) 
study of faculty orientations in a small college, the terrns cosmopolitans and 
locals and related hyphenated neologisms such as "professionals-*organi!2ationals''> 
"research man-organization man," speclalists-institutionalists'! .and "science- 
oriented-conpany-oriented," have been used by social scientists to cheraoterlge 
the differential attachrrents, loyalties, r*eference grot^ orientations and values 
of organizational mefrbers (Goldberg, et ai*i 1965). A basic assumption eownonly 
enployed by researchers in their use of tKese tettns is that the concepts r©fer 
to competing, antithetical or bipolar syndromes. Consequently, people in organi- 
zations can be classified as either locals or cosmopolitans. In the present 
study the two organizational types, cosmopolitans and locals, are conceived as 
defined oy Alvin Gouldner: 

Cog)mopolitans i ThoBe low on loyalty to the eitploying organization, higi 
on Gornmitffli'nt to specialised' role skills, and likely to use an outer r©fer« 
. ence m^oi^. brl^ntation. 



Locals { Those hi^ on loyalty to the employing organization, low on 
eo^K^nt to specialized role skills, and likely to use an inner refv^renee 
group orientation. (Gouldner, 195 7 t 290) 

This kind of conceptualization has been comron until vei^ recently in thior^^tical 
and effpirieal work concerned with the orientations found within universities and 
industilal research and developmint laboratories* Recently there have been 
attenpts to virlfV the unidingnslonality and struetun of tht cosmopolitan-loeal 
construct as ginerally speoiflid in the work of Goi^dner (1957). Qolberg, et 
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al. (1965), based on a review of several factor analytic studies and a study 
of their own, concluded that a strong professional orientation Is not inoom- 
patible with a strong crganizatlonal orientation. Grimes and Berger (1970) 
evaluated this construct and concluded that the empirical evidence on cos* 
mopolitan-local dimensions and their interrelationships and overlap is weak 
ani Inconsistent, In spite of sane inconsistency between the theoretical 
formulation and subsequent empirical work on the construct, there is considera- 
ble support for Gouldner's (1957^ initial conceptualisation of the cosmopolitan- 
local construct (Berger and Grimes, 1973). There seems, moreover, to be con- 
tinuing evidence on the relevance of the cosmopolitan-local typology as a con- 
ceptual fi-'amework within which other organizational problons can be fruitfully 
studied (Berger and Grimes, 1973). 

The concept of organizational type and resulting ideal types of cosmopolitans 
and locals provides a useful framework for examining differences in type of 
humor initiated by faculty memebers in a university. Although there have been 
some studies concerning communication behaviors and professional activities 
of persons of different organizational types, we did not find any study of the 
type of humor used by cosmopolitans and locals. For instance, Alfred G. Smith, 
in his study of canmunication patterns of personnel at the Center for the Ad- 
vanced Study of Educational Administration at the University of Oregon, found 
several differences in the communication behaviors of two types or organizational 
members — the research man and the organisational man (anlth, 1966) . The 
organizational type, cosmopolitan, is siirdlar to Smith's research man and the 
local is similar to Shilth's organization man. He found that organization men 
ajnd research men differed in their ccnrnunlcation behavior patterns. For in- 
stance, iSnith reported: 

In terms of communication, the organiztion man makes sure that his 
messages go through proper channels, while the research man makes sure 
that his messages go through. Channels, bureaucratic structure and 
even the Center itself are not good things in their own right for the 
research man. Instead, the Center is a means for achieving something 
beyond itself. (Snith, 1966:30). 

In view of the previous work on the nature of differences in orientation;, 
cortmunication behaviors and professional activities of cosmopolitans and 
locals (Gouldner,»1957; Qouldner, 1958; Smith, 1966; Shuster^ 1970) we feel 
that humor initiated by these two organl2atlonal types will be consistent 
with their differences in orientation and organigatlonal loyalty. In essence, 
eosmopolitans will be more inclined to Initlatgabrasive humor rather tlrsan 
lubricant humor since they are low on loyalty to the employing organization and 
do not care much for maintaining harmonious relationships with their itmedlate 
colleagues or inner reference groups. In their concern for specialized role 
skills aM outer reference gpoup orientation, obsmopolitans may attempt to avoid 
ecmmunlcation with iwnediate colleagues through their use of abrasive humor 
towai^s thifn* A coanopolitan's abrasive humor, thus, would reflect his minimal 
concern for establlsJidJiand maintaining supportive relationships with his ao= 
workers within the organlgatloni . 

local, on the other hand, will tend to use lubricant humor mwe often than 
abrasive humor as he displays high organizational loyalty and ten^ to exhibit 
an inner reference gcoup orientation* In his concern for nmintalning close 
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interpersonal relatlonsMps vdth his Immediate colleagues he will be likely 
to Initiate lubricant humor. His efforts to minimize Interpersonal tension 
and conflict will be expressed throtigii his use of lubricant humor. 

Thus, we postulated and tested the following three hypotheses concerning 
the relationship between organizational type and type of humor initiated: 

Hypothesis 1: The organizational type of person is associated with 
the type of humor he initiates! (Null hypothesis: 
The organizational type of person is not associated 
with the type of humor he Initiates.) 

Hypothesis 2: Cosmopolitans tend to Inltate abrasive humor more 

often than lubricant humor. (Null hypothesis: There 
is no difference among cosmcpolltans in the frequency 
df initiating abrasive humor and lubricant humor.) 

Hypothesis 3: Locals tend to inltate lubricant humor m ore often 

than abraslvf> hxmnvl (Null hypothesis: there is no 
difference among locals in the frequency of initiating 
abrasive and lubricant humor.) . 

2 

Methodology 

Since the present study's intent was to examine the relationship between 
organizational type and type of humor Initiated in academic settings, a field 
survey design was employed. The study was conducted In the College of Letters 
and Science of the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, an urban university with 
over 20,000 students. The College of Letters and Science encompassed 30 
academic departments from many diverse academic areas such as physical sciences, 
biological sciences, social sciences and humanities. 

A total of 77 faculty members were randcmly selected for the study. The 
sampling procedure consisted of two stages: (1) randcm selection on nine de- 
partments including three anall departments (having less than 10 faculty members), 
three medium size departments (having 10-20 faculty members) and three large 
deparlanents (having over 20 faculty members), and (2) selection of respondents 
from these nine departments— from each of the medium and large size departments, 
50% of the faculty members were randomly selected, whereas from the three snail 
departments all faculty members were included in the study. Of the s6v^nty«seven 
respondents selected for the study, four persons could not be interviewed and 
three respondents did not complete the measuring instrument containing it« 
for measuring the organizational type of a respondent which left a total of 
seventy respondents for the final analysis. 

Data for the study were collected by personal Interviews which made use of a 
structured interview 'schedule and some self-administered- instruments* Th§ Inter- 
view schedule Ineluded^questlons pertaining to demographic information about the 
respondents, and Instnirient for measuring his orianizatlonal type^ and an 
Instrument for evaluation of the type of humor initiated, ^e Interviews were 
conducted by the senior author of this paper and 11 students, p^aduate and 
undergmduate, who underwent a training session covering the procedures for 
interviewing and use of the interview schedule and self adrntolstered instrume nts. 
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Organizational type or cosnDpolitan'-local orientation of a respondent 
was measured by a set of 12 items, each with -a 5-polnt Llkert type rating 
scale. Most of the ItenB were selected from Gouldner (1957) but were subtly 
modified to suit the present research setting. Listed below rj'o the 12 items 
which, following a scale analysls3 were included in the construction of the 
index for organizational type. The first six are cosmopolitan-oriented and the 
last six are local-oriented items. 

1. I do not find much satisfaction from being active on coimiittees wlth-^ 
in the university. 

2. A faculty member should be evaluated in terms of his dedication to his 
profession rather than In terms of this dedication to his department 
and university. 

3. I do not like to attend many departmental activities as they are usually 
of little interest to me. 

Not enou^ . faculty here have a genuine interest in research and scholar- 
ship. 

5. I prefer to associate with faculty iTierrbers who actively engage in 
research and publish than with those who do less research. 

6. Departnental and university actl^;lties do not interest me as much as 
professional activities outside of the university. 

7. A faculty msirber should be less concerned with tj:ying to cllnb academically 
within his department than with his interpersonal relations with other 
faculty mentoers. 

8. Even without the opportunity to do research I would find Job quite 
satisfying. 

9. A faculty nenber should be more committed to his department and university 
than to the pursuit of his professional interests. 

10. Selecting committees for new faculty too often overlook a prospective 
faculty nenfcer^s ability or lack of ability for relating to others. 

11. I resent the tendency to evaluate a faculty menber primarily in terms of 
his research output and publications. 

12. Aside from teaching, service to the departnent and university is more 
important than conducting one's own research. 

i Scaie analysis oonsiite'd of two techniquee and'cfTBe^t (l) the product mo- 
mnt correlation coefficient between the total scores of the items in the 
index and the individual items themselves, and (2) a t-test technique for 
assessing the ability of each scale item to differentiate between the pn^ips 
with the hiatal airi ].owest scores* 

^ Althoutfi we had planned to fom three equal size groups using 33M and 66th • 
percentiles as cutting points, sligitly different cutting points wer© used to 
fom three groups because of certain tied percentile scoi^s. 



er|c r 



^ iBT eon mum 

The construction of the Instrunent for neasuring type of humor initiated stemmed 
from two procedures. First, the literature pertaining to the social fuiictlons of 
humor was reviewed and a list of key adjectives was conpiled. Second, seventy- 
five students in an introductory conmunication course were asked to read state- 
ments characterizing abrasive and lubricant humor upon which they were requested • 
to write two lists of ten or more adjectives for each df the two types of humor, 
•me most frequently listed adjectives for each humor type were incorporated into 
the final measuring instrument. 

In order to neasure type of humor, each respondent was asked to rate his own humor 
to- the extent that it corresponded with a given adjective. He was instructed to 
select one option from the 5-point Likert-type rating scale which he felt best 
portrayed his humor. Althou^ 18 adjectives , were included in the original mea* 
suring instrunent, this nui*er was reduced to 13 following the scale analysis. :> 
Listed below are the 13 adjectives included in the final index for measuring a 
person's type of humor. The first four adjectives reflect lubricant humor, while 
the remaining nine reflect abrasive humor. 

(I) Soothing, (2) easygoing, (3) tension-reducing, (A) relaxed, (5) fiarsh, 
•■ (6) cutting, (7) abrasive, (8) irritating, (9) sarcastic, (10) snide, 

(II) tension inducing, (12) ridiculing, and (13) cynical. 

As with organizational type, a respondent's type of humor was determined by sunming 
Ms scores obtained for the 13 items measuring the type of humor. Based on the 
location of his scores in a frequency distribution for type of humor, he was clas- 
sified as being either an initiator of lubricant humor, abrasive humor or "inter- 
mediate humorV—all three being approximately equal sized group. ^ The lnitlatr®rs 
of "intermediate humor" were excluded from the final statistical analysis since we 
were concerned only with examining the relationship between two ideal types of 
humor and two ideal organizational types. 

Ihe statistical analysis consisted of testing the three research hypotheses throu#i 
the use of Chi square using Yate's correction for continuity. All hypotheses 
were tested at the .05 level of sigiiflcance. Since the first hypothesis did not 
predict the direction of relationship, it was tested by a two-tailed test. The 
second and thir^ hypotheses were tested by a one-tailed test as they predicted the 
direction of relationship. 

Findings and Discussion 

The first hypothesis postulated that the organizational type of person is associat- 
ed with the type .of humor he initiates. The data-, used for testing this hypothesis 
are presented in the 2 X 2 contingency table given below. Table 1. The Chi square 
value for this table was .7. 32 which is statistically significant at the .05 level. 
Thus , we found that the organizational type of person was associated with the type 
of humor initiated. 



%ie scale analysis technique used here was similar to the one described earlier 
in this paper (see pa^ 5). 

6Althou^ we had planned to form three equal si2e ^ups using 33rd and 66th per- 
centiles as cutting poiiita, sll^tly differtnt cutting points were used to form 
three ^ups because of certain tied percentile scores. 



7 



BEST COnr AVAILABLE 



Table 1. The Relationship Between Organizational 
T^e and Type of Humor Initiated 



Organizational 


Type of Humor Initiated 


Total 


Type 


Abrasive Humor 


Lubricanc Humor 












Cosmopolitans 


12 


4 


10 


Locals 


3 


12 


15 










Total 


15 


16 


31 



.05 level (d.f.«l), two-tailed test. 

The second hypothesis stated that cosmopolitans tend to initiate abrasive htanor 
more often than lubricant hunor. The data used for testliig this hypothesii ire 
presented In Table 2. Of the'l6 cosmopolitans, 75% initated abrasive humor and 
only 25% initated lubricant humor. Since the CM square value for this table 
(3.06) is statistically significant at the .05 level, our findings supported the 
hypothesis that cosmopolitans Initiate abrasive humor more often than lubricant 
humor. 



Table 2. The Initiation of Abrasive and 
Lubricant Humor by Cosmopolitans 



Organizational l^ype 


ITO or Hume 


»r Initiated 


Itotal 


Abrasive Humor 


Lubricant Humor 


Co^oix>lltans 


12 m%) 


h m%) 

oaif leant at the . o^ 


16 • 
5 levei 



(d«f.«l), one-tailed test, 

The thU^ hypothesis stated that locals ter4 to initiate lubricant humor m©r@ 
often thin abrasive humor. Tftie data used for testing this hypothesis are pre- 
sented in Table 3. Of the 15 locals, 80^ initiated lubricant humor ^ ©^Jv . 

initiated abrasive hianor* Ohe Chi square value for this table was M.26 which 
is statistically si@^fieant at the .05 Itvel. .fhus, the third hypothesis was 
also supported, to other words, we found that locals initiate lubrlcaftt humor 
more often than abrasive humor. 
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Type of Humor Initiated , 




Organizational Type 


Abrasive Humor Lubricant Humor 


Total 


Locals 


3 (20%) 12 iQO%) 


15 




^£!=:4.26--SigTLflcant at the .05 level 
(d.f.=l), one-tailed test. 


> 



Thus our finding supported all three hypotheses concerning the relationship 
between organizational type and type of humor initiated. In view of the fact 
that we fbund organizational mentoers initiating both types of humor, the 
present study support the theoretical work of Martineau (1972) who claimed 
that humor serves as a nEdium of coitinunication in social interaction and can 
assune both abrasive and lubricant forms in different settings. The present 
study goes beyond Martineau' s work in that we found an association between 
organizational type and type of humor initiated. 

Our finding? provide another useful criterion for distinguishing Gouldner's 
organizational types, cosmopolitans and locals. We found that cosmopolitans 
initiated abrasive humore mare often than lubricant humor, whereas locals 
initiated lubricant humor more often than abrasive humor. This behavioral 
distinction between cosmopolitans and locals adds a useful dimension to the 
present state of knowledge on this typology. 

There' are several practical Inplicatioiis following from the findings of the 
nresent study. We contend that it would be useful for academic departmenfes 
to reco^ize differences in huiror initiated by the two organizational types, cos* 
mopolitans and locals. Such an awareness on the part of faculty could well 
reduce the undue concern that may occur when abrasive humor is initiated. Aca- 
demic departments ml^t benefit from realizing that abrasive humor is typical 
of cosmDpolitamand will not be elljninated unless cosmopolitans are not hired. 
In reducing abrasive humor by not hiring cosnopolitans, departments should 
realize that they might be sacrificing individuals who are hi^ly inclined 
toward publishing and making professional contributions. 

We also contend that the cynicism and ridicule of cosmopolitans should be attended 
to as many organizational matters mi^t be improved by following the advice 
sarcastically offered by cosmopolitans. Since persons of this oji^i^ational 
type are oriented toward events outside of the Inmediate goals of the dep^ment , 
faculty mr^em in taking their humor seriously mi^t benefit by gaining plater 
inslgit Into prefessional matters beyond the scope of most locals. 

We believe that the use of lubrioant humor on the other Imd, by ,l?jals may 
represent an attenpt on their part to foster andable relations. While the above 
prebably obt^ilns, it, however, could also be a mistake t?,f 
L without useful function. Instead just as the cosmopolitan ^^^utes c©if^- 
tenoe and professional Imowledp throu^i his use of humor, f ® J®^;^ J;^ 
Sortant in that it helps In sootMng and overcoming organizational mlsundei^ 
■ standing* 
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W© would like to point out the main limitations of the present study and seme 
directions for future stuiy. Since the present study was conducted in a 
particular college of an urban university, the findings cannot be generalized 
to all academic settings and organizations. Further research should be done 
to test our hypotheses in other universities, in research and development 
laboratories, and in other organizational settings. 

The present study utilized the self evaluated measure of humor initiated 
which has its own limitations. It is possible that respondents might have 
misrepresented their humor profile by Indicating only the favorable aspect 
of their humor. Although the self evaluation is a useful approach to mea- 
sure the type of himor Initiated by a person, other approaches such as peea>- 
evaluation, participant observation, and content analysis, should also be 
used In further studies of this kind. 

The present study did not examine the type of hunor Inltated by Individuals 
vAio were In the middle category of organizational type. Likewise, we did 
not analyze the Intennedlate type of humor inltated by cosmopolitans and 
locals. This exclude^ a relatively large number of individuals frcm our 
analysis. A study of the humor initiated by intemedlates would be valuable 
since many persons within an organization fall within this middle category. 
Also, future research should, examine the factors associated with the Initla^ 
tlon of the intermediate type of humor. 
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